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ABSTRACT 



The history of early childhood education is woven with 
inaccuracies in popular textbooks and biographies, common erroneous beliefs 
in the field, fantasies about the nature of the family in the late 1800s, and 
egregious prevarication- -deliberately misleading statements in the field. For 
example, many fallacious beliefs are held concerning the nature of the 
Froebel kindergarten, Froebel ' s training, and the founding of the field of 
Home Economics. The perpetuation of these fallacious beliefs is sometimes due 
to inadequate research on the history of early childhood education. Examples 
of fantasies regarding families include kindergarten advocates' belief that 
they could transform families and communities through the music and games of 
their young children. Examples of deliberate misleading statements from the 
history of early childhood education include accounts of Froebel ' s deathbed 
statements and recent biographies of Bruno Bettelheim. Egregious 
prevarication is used as strategy for individual glorification and as an 
organizational tactic to bond group members together. The case of Elizabeth 
Peabody's introduction to Froebel ' s ideas and the origins of the Froebel 
kindergarten in the United States are fraught with such fantasies, fallacies, 
and egregious prevarications. Katharyn Whiteside Taylor's claim of opposition 
to parent cooperative nursery schools illustrates the use of egregious 
prevarication as an organizational tactic. The founding of the first 
parent- initiative cooperative nursery school is also an early education 
milestone surrounded by faulty beliefs. (Contains 57 references.) (KB) 
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Fallacies, Phantasies, and Egregious Prevarications in 

ECE History 

Dorothy W. Hewes, Ph.D., 

In last year's History Seminar, participants discussed some 
of the errors that have permeated textbooks and popular 
biographies in our field. For example, it was pointed out that 
Maria Montessori was NOT the first woman to receive a medical 
degree in Italy, although she was the first at the University of 
Rome. Someone suggested that history is like that old game of 
Telephone, where a whispered message passed from one child to 
the next comes out sounding quite different from the original 
statement. Almost a hundred years ago, Nora Smith wrote that 
"In all education, and in kindergarten education in particular, 
there is too much using of John Brown's notes on John Smith's 
commentary on John Jones's translation of the original." 1 Some 
are due to errors in translation. Murray pointed out early in this 
century that "Froebel's translators have been altogether too 
fond of the word symbolic. The German words usually translated 
as symbol and symbol lie are Sinnbild and Vorbild with their 
respective adjectives. After consiering innumerable passages in 
which these words occur, it seems plain that Froebel's meaning 
would often have been better expressed by typical or by 
signficiant and sometimes by metaphorical. 2 One revealing 
exercise is to compare several translations of Froebel's Mutter 
und Kose-Lieder or Mother Play book (with even the title 
showing variations). Beyond this, it appears that the distortions 
of historical fact have sometimes been deliberate, that "Fallacies, 
Phantasies, and Egregious Prevarications" are an effort to 
change future perceptions about an individual or an 
organization. 

Questions about accuracy can enliven our historical 
studies. How did it come about that so many textbook authors 
have believed that Froebel advocated a rigidly dictated 
kindergarten curriculum? What led California kindergarten 
pioneer Emma Marwedel, in 1887, to dedicate a book entitled 
Conscious Motherhood to "Miss Elizabeth Peabody, professor of 
educational science at John Hopkins University and at Harvard 



1 Nora A. Smith. Child ren of the Future . Cambridge: Riverside Press, 1900. p 118 

2 Elsie R. Murray. Froebel as a Pioneer in Modern Psychology . Warwick & York, 1914. p 189 



University" when Peabody had neither attended nor taught in any 
college or university? What was the real story behind the 
International Kindergarten Union's Committee of Nineteen? How 
did it happen that Katharine Whiteside Taylor has been credited 
with founding the first parent cooperative nursery school in the 
nation, when her first involvement with preschoolers came fully a 
decade later? And why has that University of Chicago playgroup, 
organized in 1916, gained the distinction of being the first co- 
op nursery school while the earlier Northside Cooperative 
Nursery School in Pasadena is unknown? 

Historians recognize that multiple primary sources should 
be used in their research, but even in the statements of those 
individuals who are their subjects or were involved with 
establishing an educational system we sometimes find that there 
are inaccuracies or different interpretations of the same 
happening. This is true in all areas of investigation. For example, 
with current speculations about our upcoming El Nino season, it 
is relevant to note that ship captains and explorers have 
provided vital data about this cyclic phenomenon since the 
1500s. A team of geophysicists recently pointed out that a 
widely quoted 1925 paper about heavy rainfall in 1763 was 
"spurious" and then devoted themselves to "setting the record 
straight" through tracing it back to a paper published in Lima in 
1894 that contained errors and omitted sources of information. 
Subsequent writers not only plagiarized this paper, but altered 
those portions that didn't fit into their own hypotheses. 3 And 
these tactics are not new, according to authors of recent 
books. Religion is a favorite target. Several recent books 
provide evidence that the Ten Commandments of Moses were 
originally the laws of Hammurabi's code, for example, and were 
developed by Mises, a Syrian. Burton Mack uses a subtitle for his 
Who Wrote the New Testament? that hints of its contents - The 
Makings of the Christian Mvth . 4 Norman Mailer tried to set New 
Testament history straight by writing it as an autobiography of 
Jesus. 5 A new periodical, The Barnes Review , is dedicated to 
correcting popular fallacies, phantasies, and egregious 
prevarications. Quoted in their recent promotional letter is 

3 William H. Quinn, Victor T. Neal, and Santiago E. Antunez de Mayola, "El Nino Occurrences Over the 
Past Four and a Half Centuries” in Journal of Geophysical Research , vol. 92, no C13, (Dec. 15, 1987). (pp 
14,455) 

4 Burton Mack, Who Wrote the New Testament? HarperCollins, 1996. 

5 Norman Mailer, The Gospel According to the Son . Random House, 1997. 
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Rousseau's statement that "Falsification of history has done 
more to impede human development than any one thing known 
to mankind." 

To clarify what I mean by the title, here are some 
definitions, each with an example from outside early childhood 
history and a brief illustration from our own area. 

FaJ±ac_y : A deceptive, misleading, erroneous or 
false notion, belief, etc. Any reasoning failing 
to satisfy the co nd it io ns of logical proof or 
violating the laws of valid argument . 

An example from a related professional discipline has 
affected many of us. Because they don't know the history of 
Home Economics, it is the fallacious belief of many feminist 
writers and academic administrators that the organization was 
started by some fuddy-duddy females who merely concerned 
themselves with stewing and sewing. The American Home 
Economics Association was formally organized in either 1908 or 
1909 but the decision was made on New Year's Eve and nobody 
noticed which side of midnight it was finalized on. Typical of the 
thinking at that meeting was a statement by Ellen Richards, the 
newly elected president. She believed that "A great step in 
humaniculture is made when people from different sections 
agree on the fundamental child and his needs. It is evident that 
the beginning must be made early and that each step must follow 
a well placed previous one in order that time be not wasted and 
lessons contradicted." And a Mrs. Abel suggested that urban 
women needed, "First, a laundry operated by experts where no 
injurious and destructive chemicals will be used; second, a cook 
shop, or a public kitchen, in which the basis of the meal can be 
bought ready cooked." 6 Those early home economists were 
pioneering biochemists, physicists, and social scientists - in 
addition to their role as activists who worked to get colleges 
opened to women students. However, even with the new 21st 
Century nomenclature of Family and Consumer Sciences, Home Ec 
"just don't git no respect." Those of us affiliated with these 
departments know the result. 

The history of early education reveals so many fallacies 
that it is hard to choose one. Because our public schools 
provide kindergarten for the year a child becomes five years old, 

6 J1. of Home Economics . Vol 1, no 1 (February 1909). pp. 1, 36, 45. 
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there is a common belief that Froebel kindergartens of the mid- 
1800s were for that age group, rather than for toddlers to six- 
or seven-year-olds. A hundred years ago, there was a fallacious 
belief that the Froebel materials were for use with all children in 
the kindergarten, disregarding Froebel's intent to begin with 
stimulation of the infant mind. The colored balls of the First Gift, 
for example, were designed for mothers to use with mere babes. 
In many American kindergartens, they were swung in a rote 
fashion by a circle of bored five-year-olds. This rigid curriculum 
emphasizing sequenced "Gifts and Occupations" materials, sold 
by Milton Bradley and other manufacturers from the 1870s 
onward, was based upon a book written by a young gymnastics 
teacher named Goldammer who had gotten his information from 
a French manual - and then had "improved" upon Froebel's 
system. St. Louis kindergarten pioneer Susan Blow wrote from 
Europe in 1877 that "the man is a humbug and an ignoramous. ... 
He has so mixed the good, which he has stolen from the French 
Manual, with his own absurdities, that the influence of his book 
can only be injurious. 7 

It is a fallacious belief that Froebel was a humble village 
school teacher who merely adopted Pestalozzi's idea of children 
learning through play. If we read some of the older books about 
him, or talk with the historians who have actually read his letters 
and publications in the Berlin archives, we find that he was a 
scientist who had attended fine universities at Jena and 
elsewhere. Heineman's 1893 publication of some of Froebel's 
letters shows that he was correlating detailed developmental 
observations of infants and young children in a style much like 
that of Piaget. Marginal notes in his library books, which ranged 
from Aristotle and Rousseau to the controversial writers of his 
day, indicate that he not only read about their ideas but 
responded with his own. 8 Those who would gain by "putting 
down" both Home Economics and the Froebelian kindergarten 
are partially responsible, but perpetuation of fallacious beliefs is 
sometimes just due to inadequate research on the part of 
historians writing about early childhood education. 
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Letter from Susan Blow to Elizabeth Peabody, published in Kindergarten Messenger . 1897. pp 93-94 
Arnold H. Heinemann. Froebel Letters . Lee and Shepard, 1893. 
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Ph ant asv: 



Unreal or illusory rep resent at io n of a real 
object or personage, especially when 
extravagant and unrest ained ; a daydream; a 
visionary or utopian idea. 

Our phantasies about the respectable Victorian household 
are shattered when we read carefully documented accounts of 
what really happened in the middle-class families of the late 
nineteenth century. One source is Steven Kern, who revealed 
the terror induced by new concepts of cultural, infectious and 
hereditary transmission from parents to children. If one parent 
had syphilis, for example, it was assumed that the children would 
be syphilitic. At the same time, the kindly way for a husband to 
protect his wife from unintended pregnancies was through the 
services of prostitutes or domestic servants to satisfy his 
masculine needs. Kern attributed the high rate of child suicide 
during these times to the fear of punishment and the misery of 
home life. 9 

There are many examples of phantasies from the early 
years of the kindergarten, although the Froebelians who came 
from central Europe were acquainted with the ideas of Comenius, 
Pestalozzi, and other educational philosophers and were 
inclined to be more pragmatic. For example, at the first national 
meeting of the Friends of Froebel in 1881, it was Swiss-educated 
William Hailmann who criticized the "foolish exaggerations and 
extravagant claims of the overenthusiastic friends who have 
done much to injure our cause." He continued this message until 
his death in 1920, in his publications, his lectures, and his college 
classes. 10 

Kindergarten advocates clearly had a phantasy when they 
visualized families reformed and communities restructured 
through the music and games of their young children. Susan 
Blow, labeled as a "conservative" in later years, wrote that "The 
kindergarten has its own peculiar form of fetish-worship. It 
consists in attributing a magic power to Froebel's gifts and 
games, and in expecting blocks and balls, songs and gestures to 




9 Steven Kern, "Explosive Intimacy: Psychodynamics of the Victorian Family" History of Childhood 
Quarterly Vol 1, no. 3 (Winter 1974) pp 437-461 

10 Dorothy W. Hewes, W. N. Hailmann: Defender of Froebel . Doctoral Dissertation, Union Graduate 
School, 1974. Xerox University Microfilm, # 75-15, 939. 
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do the work which can only be accomplished by human insight 
and devotion .... Most of the nature games in the Mother Play 
are presentations to the phantasy of childhood which have 
nourished the spriritual life of childlike men." 11 

Egxe_gjo_u_s PLevMJjc_aJJo_n : 

A deliberate misleading statement that is 
remarkable or ext rao rd inary in a negative 
sense. (From the Latin term praedricari, 
meaning to walk as if st rad d ling.) 

My example from outside our field comes from the first 
paragraph of Bernstein and Politi's biography of Pope John Paul 
II. "On September 29, 1978, life in the Apostolic Palace was 
thrown into utter disarray. On August 26, the College of 
Cardinals had met at the Vatican and chosen the successor to 
Paul VI, 65-year-old patriarch of Venice who took the name John 
Paul I. Everything seemed settled for years to come. However, 
Sister Vincenza had entered the pope's bedroom a little after 5 
a.m. She was accustomed to leaving a cup of coffee just outside 
the pope's bedroom door every morning at 4:30. When she saw 
that it hadn't been touched, she became alarmed. So she went 
inside and pulled back a curtain. 

John Paul I was curled up in a reading positon, clutching, 
even in death, a handful of papers, his face stiffened into a half- 
smile. Then, at 7:42 a.m., Vatican Radio announced the pope's 
death - but the story contained an Egregious Prevarication. To 
reveal that Sister Vincenza had seen the dead pope in his 
pajamas was unthinkable. The Vatican had issued strict 
instructions: the world could not be told that a woman was the 
first person to enter the pontiff's bedroom. Thus the official 
version was that one of the pope's male secretaries had 
discovered the body." 12 

I find it intriguing that various accounts of Friedrich 
Froebel's deathbed statements also display egregious 
prevarication, even though they supposedly quote individuals 
who were there when he took his last breath. Although his 
Lutheran minister father preached that God had put man on 



ERJC 



1 1 Susan E. Blow, "The Mother Play and Nursery Songs" in Henry Barnard's Papers on Froebel's 
Kindergarten . American Journal of Education, 1890. pp 575-594. 

12 Bernstein, Carl and Marco Politi. (1996), His Holiness. John Paul II and the Hidden History of Our 
Time . Doubleday. p.l 
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